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CITY OF LOS ANGELES v. LYONS.
461 U.S. 95 (1983)

[Respondent, Adolph Lyons, filed suit in Federal District Court against petitioner city of Los
Angeles and certain of its police officers, alleging that in 1976 he was stopped by the officers for
a traffic violation and that although he offered no resistance, the officers, without provocation or
justification, seized him and applied a "chokehold," rendering him unconscious and causing damage
to his larynx.   

In addition to seeking damages, the complaint sought injunctive relief against petitioner,
barring the use of chokeholds except in situations where the proposed victim reasonably appeared
to be threatening the immediate use of deadly force.   It was alleged that, pursuant to petitioner's
authorization, police officers routinely applied chokeholds in situations where they were not
threatened by the use of any deadly force;  that numerous persons had been injured as a result
thereof;  that respondent justifiably feared that any future contact he might have with police officers
might again result in his being choked without provocation;  and that there was thus a threatened
impairment of various rights protected by the Federal Constitution.   The District Court, on the basis
of the pleadings, ultimately entered a preliminary injunction against the use of chokeholds under
circumstances that did not threaten death or serious bodily injury.   The Court of Appeals affirmed.]

 Justice White delivered the opinion of the court.  

The issue here is whether respondent Lyons satisfied the prerequisites for seeking injunctive relief
in the federal district court.

I
This case began on February 7, 1977, when respondent, Adolph Lyons, filed a complaint for

damages, injunction, and declaratory relief in the United States District Court for the Central District
of California.   The defendants were the City of Los Angeles and four of its police officers.   The
complaint alleged that on October 6, 1976, at 2 a.m., Lyons was stopped by the defendant officers
for a traffic or vehicle code violation and that although Lyons offered no resistance or threat
whatsoever, the officers, without provocation or justification, seized Lyons and applied a
"chokehold" --either the "bar arm control" hold or the "carotid-artery control" hold or both--
rendering him unconscious and causing damage to his larynx.   Counts I through IV of the complaint
sought damages against the officers and the City.   Count V, with which we are principally
concerned here, sought a preliminary and permanent injunction against the City barring the use of
the control holds.   That count alleged that the city's police officers, "pursuant to the authorization,
instruction and encouragement of defendant City of Los Angeles, regularly and routinely apply these
choke holds in innumerable situations where they are not threatened by the use of any deadly force
whatsoever," that numerous persons have been injured as the result of the application of the
chokeholds, that Lyons and others similarly situated are threatened with irreparable injury in the
form of bodily injury and loss of life, and that Lyons "justifiably fears that any contact he has with
Los Angeles police officers may result in his being choked and strangled to death without
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provocation, justification or other legal excuse."   Lyons alleged the threatened impairment of rights
protected by the First, Fourth, Eighth and Fourteenth Amendments.   Injunctive relief was sought
against the use of the control holds "except in situations where the proposed victim of said control
reasonably appears to be threatening the immediate use of deadly force."  Count VI sought
declaratory relief against the City, i.e., a judgment that use of the chokeholds absent the threat of
immediate use of deadly force is a per se violation of various constitutional rights.

* * *
   II

Since our grant of certiorari, circumstances pertinent to the case have changed.   Originally,
Lyons' complaint alleged that at least two deaths had occurred as a result of the application of
chokeholds by the police.   His first amended complaint alleged that 10 chokehold-related deaths
had occurred.   By May, 1982, there had been five more such deaths.   On May 6, 1982, the Chief
of Police in Los Angeles prohibited the use of the bar-arm chokehold in any circumstances.   A few
days later, on May 12, 1982, the Board of Police Commissioners imposed a six-month moratorium
on the use of the carotid-artery chokehold except under circumstances where deadly force is
authorized.

Based on these events, on June 3, 1982, the City filed in this Court a Memorandum
Suggesting a Question of Mootness, reciting the facts but arguing that the case was not moot. 
Lyons in turn filed a motion to dismiss the writ of certiorari as improvidently granted.   We denied
that motion but reserved the question of mootness for later consideration.

In his brief and at oral argument, Lyons has reasserted his position that in light of changed
conditions, an injunctive decree is now unnecessary because he is no longer subject to a threat of
injury.   He urges that the preliminary injunction should be vacated.   The City, on the other hand,
while acknowledging that subsequent events have significantly changed the posture of this case,
again asserts that the case is not moot because the moratorium is not permanent and may be lifted
at any time.

We agree with the City that the case is not moot, since the moratorium by its terms is not
permanent.  Intervening events have not "irrevocably eradicated the effects of the alleged violation."
County of Los Angeles v. Davis, 440 U.S. 625, 631, 99 S.Ct. 1379, 1383, 59 L.Ed.2d 642 (1979). 
We nevertheless hold, for another reason, that the federal courts are without jurisdiction to entertain
Lyons' claim for injunctive relief.

III

It goes without saying that those who seek to invoke the jurisdiction of the federal courts
must satisfy the threshhold requirement imposed by Article III of the Constitution by alleging an
actual case or controversy. Plaintiffs must demonstrate a "personal stake in the outcome" in order
to "assure that concrete adverseness which sharpens the presentation of issues" necessary for the
proper resolution of constitutional questions. Abstract injury is not enough.   The plaintiff must show
that he "has sustained or is immediately in danger of sustaining some direct injury" as the result of
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the challenged official conduct and the injury or threat of injury must be both "real and immediate,"
not "conjectural" or "hypothetical."  

* * *  

IV
  
. . . .  Lyons has failed to demonstrate a case or controversy with the City that would justify the
equitable relief sought. Lyons' standing to seek the injunction requested depended on whether he
was likely to suffer future injury from the use of the chokeholds by police officers.   Count V of the
complaint alleged the traffic stop and choking incident five months before.   That Lyons may have
been illegally choked by the police on October 6, 1976, while presumably affording Lyons standing
to claim damages against the individual officers and perhaps against the City, does nothing to
establish a real and immediate threat that he would again be stopped for a traffic violation, or for any
other offense, by an officer or officers who would illegally choke him into unconsciousness without
any provocation or resistance on his part.   The additional allegation in the complaint that the police
in Los Angeles routinely apply chokeholds in situations where they are not threatened by the use of
deadly force falls far short of the allegations that would be necessary to establish a case or
controversy between these parties.  

In order to establish an actual controversy in this case, Lyons would have had not only to
allege that he would have  another encounter with the police but also to make the incredible
assertion either, (1) that all police officers in Los Angeles always choke any citizen with whom they
happen to have an encounter, whether for the purpose of arrest, issuing a citation or for questioning
or, (2) that the City ordered or authorized police officers to act in such manner.   

Although Count V alleged that the City authorized the use of the control holds in situations
where deadly force was not threatened, it did not indicate why Lyons might be realistically
threatened by police officers who acted within the strictures of the City's policy.   If, for example,
chokeholds were authorized to be used only to counter resistance to an arrest by a suspect, or to
thwart an effort to escape, any future threat to Lyons from the City's policy or from the conduct of
police officers would be no more real than the possibility that he would again have an encounter
with the police and that either he would illegally resist arrest or detention or the officers would
disobey their instructions and again render him unconscious without any provocation.

Absent a sufficient likelihood that he will again be wronged in a similar way, Lyons is no
more entitled to an injunction than any other citizen of Los Angeles;  and a federal court may not
entertain a claim by any or all citizens who no more than assert that certain practices of law
enforcement officers are unconstitutional.   

The judgment of the Court of Appeals is accordingly   Reversed.

Justice MARSHALL, with whom Justice BRENNAN, Justice BLACKMUN and Justice STEVENS



The following summary of the evidence is taken from Lyons' deposition and his "Notice of Application
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and Application for Preliminary Injunction and Declaratory Relief;  Points and Authorities."   Pp. 3-4. Although

petitioners' answer contains a general denial of the allegations set forth in the complaint, petitioners have never

presented any evidence to challenge Lyons' account.  
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join, dissenting.

The District Court found that the City of Los Angeles authorizes its police officers to apply
life-threatening chokeholds to citizens who pose no threat of violence, and that respondent, Adolph
Lyons, was subjected to such a chokehold.   The Court today holds that a federal court is without
power to enjoin the enforcement of the City's policy, no matter how flagrantly unconstitutional it
may be.   Since no one can show that he will be choked in the future, no one--not even a person who,
like Lyons, has almost been choked to death--has standing to challenge the continuation of the
policy.   The City is free to continue the policy indefinitely as long as it is willing to pay damages
for the injuries and deaths that result.   I dissent from this unprecedented and unwarranted approach
to standing.

There is plainly a "case or controversy concerning the constitutionality of the City's
chokehold policy.   The constitutionality of that policy is directly implicated by Lyons' claim for
damages against the City.   The complaint clearly alleges  that the officer who choked Lyons was
carrying out an official policy, and a municipality is liable under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 for the conduct
of its employees only if they acted pursuant to such a policy. Lyons therefore has standing to
challenge the City's chokehold policy and to obtain whatever relief a court may ultimately deem
appropriate.   None of our prior decisions suggests that his requests for particular forms of relief
raise any additional issues concerning his standing.   Standing has always depended on whether a
plaintiff has a "personal stake in the outcome of the controversy  not on the "precise nature of the
relief sought." 

I
A

Respondent Adolph Lyons is a 24-year-old Negro male who resides in Los Angeles. 
According to the uncontradicted evidence in the record,  at about 2:30 A.M. on October 6, 1976,1

Lyons was pulled over to the curb by two officers of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD)
for a traffic infraction because one of his taillights was burned out.   The officers greeted him with
drawn revolvers as he exited from his car.   Lyons was told to face his car and spread his legs.   He
did so.   He was then ordered to clasp his hands and put them on top of his head.   He again
complied.   After one of the officers completed a pat-down search, Lyons dropped his hands, but was
ordered to place them back above his head, and one of the officers grabbed Lyons' hands and
slammed them onto his head.   Lyons complained about the pain caused by the ring of keys he was
holding in his hand.   Within five to ten seconds, the officer began to choke Lyons by applying a
forearm against his throat.   As Lyons struggled for air, the officer handcuffed him, but continued
to apply the chokehold until he blacked out.   When Lyons regained consciousness, he was lying
face down on the ground, choking, gasping for air, and spitting up blood and dirt.   He had urinated
and defecated.   He was issued a traffic citation and released.



Thus in a City where Negro males constitute 9% of the population, they have accounted for 75% of the
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deaths resulting from the use of chokeholds. . . .    
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   B
Although the City instructs its officers that use of a chokehold does not constitute deadly

force, since 1975 no less than 16 persons have died following the use of a chokehold by an LAPD
police officer.  Twelve have been Negro males.  The evidence submitted to the District Court3

established that for many years it has been the official policy of the City to permit police officers
to employ chokeholds in a variety of situations where they face no threat of violence.   In reported
"altercations" between LAPD officers and citizens the chokeholds are used more frequently than any
other means of physical restraint.  Between February 1975 and July 1980, LAPD officers applied
chokeholds on at least 975 occasions, which represented more than three-quarters of the reported
altercations.

An LAPD officer described the reaction of a person to being choked as "do[ing] the
chicken," in reference apparently to the reactions of a chicken when its neck is wrung.   The victim
experiences extreme pain.   His face turns blue as he is deprived of oxygen, he goes into spasmodic
convulsions, his eyes roll back, his body wriggles, his feet kick up and down, and his arms move
about wildly.

   II
At the outset it is important to emphasize that Lyons' entitlement to injunctive relief and his

entitlement to an award of damages both depend upon whether he can show that the City's
chokehold policy violates the Constitution.   An indispensable prerequisite of municipal liability
under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 is proof that the conduct complained of is attributable to an unconstitutional
official policy or custom.It is not enough for a §1983 plaintiff to show that the employees or agents
of a municipality have violated or will violate the Constitution, for a municipality will not be held
liable solely on a theory of respondeat superior.   See Monell, supra, at 694, 98 S.Ct., at 2037.

   B
The Court's decision likewise finds no support in the fundamental policy underlying the

Article III standing requirement--the concern that a federal court not decide a legal issue if the
plaintiff lacks a sufficient "personal stake in the outcome of the controversy as to assure that
concrete adverseness which sharpens the presentation of issues upon which the court so largely
depends for illumination of difficult ... questions."    As this Court stated in Flast v. Cohen, 392 U.S.
83, 101, 88 S.Ct. 1942, 1953, 20 L.Ed.2d 947 (1968), "the question of standing is related only to
whether the dispute sought to be adjudicated will be presented in an adversary context and in a form
historically viewed as capable of judicial resolution."   

Because Lyons has a claim for damages against the City, and because he cannot prevail on
that claim unless he demonstrates that the City's chokehold policy violates the Constitution, his
personal stake in the outcome of the controversy adequately assures an adversary presentation of
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his challenge to the constitutionality of the policy. Moreover, the resolution of this challenge will
be largely dispositive of his requests for declaratory and injunctive relief.   No doubt the requests
for injunctive relief may raise additional questions.   But these questions involve familiar issues
relating to the appropriateness of particular forms of relief, and have never been thought to implicate
a litigant's standing to sue.   The denial of standing separately to seek injunctive relief therefore
cannot be justified by the basic concern underlying the Article III standing requirement. 

C

By fragmenting the standing inquiry and imposing a separate standing hurdle with respect
to each form of relief sought, the decision today departs significantly from this Court's traditional
conception of the standing requirement and of the remedial powers of the federal courts.   We have
never required more than that a plaintiff have standing to litigate a claim.  Whether he will be
entitled to obtain particular forms of relief should he prevail has never been understood to be an
issue of standing.   In determining whether a plaintiff has standing, we have always focused on his
personal stake in the outcome of the controversy, not on the issues sought to be litigated,  or the
"precise nature of the relief sought." 
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